328         INFECTIOUS OR COMMUNICABLE DISEASES
Microbes, Germs, Bacteria
All diseases are probably caused by minute bodies called
microbes, germs, or bacteria. These cannot develop anew
from dead matter or from dirt or from insanitary surroundings,
as each family of microbes is produced from ancestors of the
same species. Tuberculosis or consumption, for example, is
caused by a microbe called the tubercle bacillus, and these
bacilli are capable of producing consumption and no other
disease, Similarly, such diseases as smallpox, diphtheria, and
typhoid fever are caused by microbes which can only produce
smallpox or diphtheria or typhoid fever as the case may be.
Whenever a case of these diseases occurs we may be certain
that, in some way or other, the germs from a previous patient
have obtained access to the infected person. Dirt and
insanitary surroundings may predispose persons to give way
to an attack of disease, but these conditions will not actually
cause the disease, and so we must dismiss as mere foolish
nonsense such statements as " smallpox is caused by dirt and
insanitary conditions," or " diphtheria is caused by bad
drains or bad smells."
Immunity to Disease
A remarkable characteristic is that an attack of one of these
diseases is rarely followed by a subsequent attack of the same
disease in the same individual. In other words an attack
confers innnunity from that disease. The chief exceptions to
the above rule are diphtheria and influenza.
Infectious diseases are common in childhood because young
children are specially susceptible to them. Children, as they
advance in age, gradually develop increasing power of resis-
tance which is called immunity. * Immunity to most of the
infectious diseases increases with age. It should, therefore,
be definitely understood that children should be protected
from all infection as far as possible, because every year safely
passed through not only renders them less liable to contract